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is	 buy	 things	and	stack	 them	on	 their	 shelves	without	using	them.’	 Prepping,	 for	 him,	 is	 about	












Taken	 aback	 by	 this	 failure,	 we	 assess	 the	 situation.	We	 re-watch	 the	 video	 and	 note	 that	 the	
successful	demonstration	we	see	takes	place	on	a	stone	slab.	Thinking	that	the	wooden	board	is	our	
problem,	we	shift	 to	grinding	 the	powder	on	 the	concrete	below	Zack’s	bench.	Yet,	 this	does	not	
produce	flame	either.	We	then	try	a	bigger	stick	that	could	generate	more	friction.	Again,	no	fire.		
As	 Zack	 and	 I	 grow	 increasingly	 hot	 and	 frustrated	 in	 the	 late-morning	 heat,	 he	 improvises,	
suspecting	that	brake	fluid	could	help	ignite	something.	He	retrieves	a	bottle	of	fluid,	and	pours	a	





























Drawing	 on	 Michael’s	 ongoing	 ethnographic	 study	 of	 America’s	 prepping	 subculture,	 we	 argue	 that	
researchers	pursuing	criminological	verstehen	can	fruitfully	engage	with	narratives	that	surround	social	
action	to	develop	deep,	heartfelt	understandings	of	experiences	and	their	cultural	meanings.	Particularly,	
we	 contend	 that	 experiences	 take	 place	 against	 a	 backdrop	 of	 shared	 meanings	 that	 are	 often	
communicated	narratively.	For	example,	as	we	will	return	to	later,	the	excitement	surrounding	Zack’s	fire	









attentiveness	 to	 narrative	might	 add	 to	 ethnographic	 research	 whilst	 maintaining	 a	 commitment	 to	
criminological	verstehen	(Ferrell,	1997).	
We	 begin	 by	 outlining	 the	 notion	 of	 criminological	 verstehen,	 and	 discussing	 narrative	
criminology,	 in	 more	 detail.	 Whilst	 both	 approaches	 attend	 to	 subjectivity,	 meaning,	 and	 criminal	
etiology,	each	adopts	a	different	starting	point	in	their	enquiry.	Indeed,	some	cultural	criminologists	have	
claimed	 that	an	 interest	 in	narrative	 is	 even	at	 odds	with	 their	 focus	on	 immediacies	 (see	Aspden	&	
Hayward,	2015).	Rejecting	dualistic	representations	of	speaking/doing,	we	argue	that	narrative	analysis	
can	enhance	the	pursuit	of	verstehen	through	ethnography.	





detailed	 tours	of	 respondents’	 homes;	 long	 informal	 conversations	 about	prepping	and	various	other	
subjects;	 recorded	 interviews	 lasting	 several	 hours;	 meetings	 of	 respondents’	 survival	 groups;	 and	
hands-on	 participation	 in	 various	 aspects	 of	 prepping	 (as	 illustrated	 above).	 Reflecting	 on	 this	
ethnography,	we	outline	how	tools	within	narrative	criminology	have	been	utilised	to	enhance	Michael’s	
pursuit	of	verstehen	with	American	preppers.	Specifically,	we	consider	how	engaging	with	stigmatising	
representations	 of	 prepping,	 and	 the	 significance	 of	 storytelling	 in	 prepping	 culture,	 were	 key	 to	









The	pursuit	 of	 criminological	 verstehen	 is	 a	well-established	 facet	 of	 cultural	 criminological	 research	
(Ferrell,	 1997;	 Ferrell	 et	 al.,	 2015:	 211-225).	 Cultural	 criminology	 explicitly	 privileges	 subjective	
experiences	and	meanings,	premised	on	a	particular	criminological	etiology:	'An	understanding	of	crime	
and	criminality	as	constructed	form	the	immediate	interactions	of	crimes,	control	agents	and	others	and	











degree	of	 sympathetic	understanding	between	 researcher	 and	subjects	 of	 study,	whereby	 the	






process	of	 research’	 (Ferrell,	1997:	10).	Ferrell,	Hayward	and	Young	 further	clarify:	 ‘in	attempting	 to	







using	 them	as	 guides	 to	 their	 symbolic	and	 sensory	universes	 (Fleetwood	&	Sandberg,	 forthcoming).	
Arguably,	sensory	experiences	have	little	meaning	otherwise.	Famously,	Becker	showed	that	the	effects	
of	marijuana	are	not	inherently	pleasurable;	indeed	‘the	novice	does	not	ordinarily	get	high	the	first	time’	






































Presser	 &	 Sandberg,	 2015a).	 Research	 examines	 the	 narrative	 motivations	 of	 ‘deviant’	 and	 harmful	
behaviour	including	binge	drinking	(Tutenges	&	Sandberg,	2013),	drug	taking	(Dahl	&	Sandberg,	2015),	
drug	 dealing	 and	 trafficking	 (Sandberg	 &	 Fleetwood,	 2017)	 and	 cannabis	 cultivation	 (Hammersvik,	
2018).	Contemporary	research	explores	the	importance	of	stories	for	victims	(Pemberton	et	al.,	2018;	
Walklate	et	al.,	2018),	in	police	cultures	(Kurtz	and	Upton,	2017),	and	in	youth	justice	settings	(Petintseva,	









first	 draws	 on	 interviews	 and	 texts,	 and	 focuses	 on	 narrative	 constructions	 of	 reality	 and	 how	 they	












Holstein’s	 (2008)	 notion	 of	 ‘narrative	 ethnography’,	 which	 involves	 ‘observing	 the	 performance	 and	
effect	 of	 narratives	 and	 their	 intertwinements	 with	 story	 content	 and	 construction’	 (Fleetwood	 &	
Sandberg,	 forthcoming).	 For	 example,	 using	 observations	 and	 interviews	 with	 Danish	 teenagers,	
Tutenges	and	Sandberg	(2013)	find	that	drinking	stories	are	not	just	told	after	alcohol	consumption.	They	
are	also	told	before,	and	are	a	part	of	the	shared	experiences	(good	and	bad)	of	‘going	out’.	These	stories	













Yet,	while	all	 research	 involves	prioritising	some	 interests,	and	cultural	criminology	places	its	
greatest	 emphasis	 on	 experiential	 participation,	we	want	 to	 argue	 that	 the	 pursuit	 of	 criminological	
verstehen	can	benefit	from	noticing	and	working	closely	with	narratives.	Thus,	we	aim	to	demonstrate	
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these	 preppers	 anticipate	 are	 generally	medium-to-long-term	 scenarios	 of	 serious	 social	 collapse,	 in	
which	food	is	not	available	to	buy,	basic	utilities	are	interrupted,	and	many	people	may	be	dead	or	dying	









preppers’	 survival	 plans	 are	not	merely	practical	measures	 and	 roadmaps;	 they	 also	 reflect	 identity,	
morality,	and	values.	Prepping,	and	specific	ways	of	doing	it,	is	therefore	a	way	to	tell	a	story	about	the	
self	to	others	(including	one’s	family,	and	other	preppers).	In	Zack’s	case,	preparations	tell	a	layered	story	
about	 being	 one	 type	 of	 American	 over	 another:	 a	 self-reliant	 man	 distinguished	 from	 others	 who	
passively	succumb	to	consumer	culture	(more	on	 this	 later).	Much	of	prepping	 is	 thus	driven	by,	and	
communicated	through,	storytelling	–	and	can	therefore	be	understood	as	narratively	motivated	social	
action.		






continue	 to	 communicate	 the	 ‘narrative	doxa’	 of	 prepper	 culture	 (Sandberg	&	Fleetwood,	2017:	71).	




and	 even	 bespoke	 post-apocalyptic	 novels	 telling	 stories	 of	 prepper	 families	 enduring	 serious	 social	
collapse.	In	typically	self-reliant	style,	and	reflecting	prepping’s	overlaps	with	narrative,	two	of	Michael’s	
respondents	have	even	self-published	their	own	such	novels.	
Yet,	 despite	 the	 enthusiasm	for	 storytelling	 evident	 in	prepping	 culture,	 preppers’	 stories	are	
generally	hard	to	access	by	researchers.	As	the	first	detailed	analysis	of	American	survivalism	declared,	
the	 ‘survival	 movement	 is	 a	 sociologist’s	 dream	 and	 nightmare.	 (Dream	 because	 the	 movement	 is	
fascinating;	nightmare	because	 formal	research	by	an	outsider	would	be	almost	 impossible.)’	 (Myers,	
1982:	 15,	 emphasis	 added;	 see	 also	Mitchell,	 2002:	 15).	 Others	 have	 found	 likewise.	 Imel-Hartford’s	
(2012)	attempts	to	research	21st	century	preppers	resulted	in	just	nine	telephone	interviews,	while	most	
other	 researchers	have	opted	 to	 avoid	 the	 ethnographic	 field	altogether	 –	 instead	 relying	on	 content	








Doomsday	 Preppers,	 showing	 a	 narrow	 stereotype	 of	 ‘real-life’	 preppers	 readying	 for	 apocalyptic	


















counter,	 and	 careful	 reflection	 on	 the	 stories	we	 tell	 about	 ourselves.	 As	 discussed	 above,	 access	 to	
prepping	 culture	may	 depend	 on	whether	 one	 is	 suspected	 to	 be	 perpetuating	 ridicule.	 In	Michael’s	
attempt	to	enter	the	ethnographic	field,	deliberate	effort	thus	went	into	cultivating	a	narrative	explicitly	
acknowledging	and	challenging	stereotypes	that	could	effectively	help	him	navigate	this	tricky	dynamic.		





















































Figure	 2	 Experiences	 enabled	 by	 storytelling	 (clockwise	 from	 top	 left):	 Pressure-canning	 pickles;	 fresh	 honey	
reaped	 from	bee-keeping;	 chopping	wood;	 fire-arms	 training;	and	butchering	 rabbits.	 (Photo	 credit:	Michael	F.	
Mills)	
	
Whilst	 Michael’s	 research	 largely	 focusses	 on	 immediacy,	 we	 emphasise	 here	 that	 paying	
attention	 to	stories	and	storytelling	have	done	much	to	make	these	 insightful	experiences	of	prepping	
possible.	 Particularly,	 attentiveness	 to	 narrative	 initially	 guided	 him	 through	 prepping	 culture’s	
boundaries,	and	helped	establish	productive	rapport	in	the	field.	By	telling	a	narrative	challenging	the	
stigmatisation	of	prepping,	and	recognising	preppers’	as	enthusiastic	tellers	of	stories,	Michael	sought	to	











criminology	 can	 enhance	 empathetic	 understandings	 of	 prepping’s	 immediacies,	 showing	 that	 the	
experiential	fabric	of	prepping	is	itself	often	riven	with	(and	shaped	by)	various	stories	its	practitioners	
express	and	consume.	
Returning	 to	 narrative	 criminology’s	 focus	 on	 how	 stories	 motivate	 action,	 and	 our	 earlier	
summary	 of	 prepper	 culture,	 it	 is	 worth	 re-stating	 that	 narratives	 inspire,	 guide,	 and	 sustain	much	
prepping	 activity.	 Through	 various	 novels,	 forums,	 and	 survival	 manuals,	 prepping	 culture	 provides	
individual	preppers	with	storied	descriptions	of	social	collapse	and	ways	to	prepare	for	it.	The	plots	of	
these	texts	regularly	outline	rationales	for	prepping	that	subsequently	shape	its	practitioner’s	disaster-
based	 concerns.	 For	 example,	 Zack’s	 attempts	 to	 convert	 his	 wife,	 Chloe,	 to	 prepping	 enjoyed	 a	




to	be	prepared	 for	a	situation	 like	 that’.	Similarly,	novels	and	survival	guides	–	each	of	which	contain	
considerable	 information	 about	 how	 to	 prep	 –	 outline	 levels	 of	 preparedness	 and	 how	 they	 can	 be	
achieved.	 In	 these	 texts,	and	real	life,	prepping	typically	begins	with	basic	attempts	to	store	 food	and	
water,	followed	by	the	development	of	prepping-related	knowledge	and	numerous	survival	skills.	The	
characters	 and	 chapters	 in	 these	 texts	 provide	 benchmarks	 against	 which	 readers’	 progress	 in	 this	
endeavour	can	be	measured.	
As	can	be	detected	in	Zack’s	comments	in	our	opening	vignette,	narratives	animating	prepping	




2019).	Being	prepared,	against	 the	backdrop	of	 this	nostalgic	story,	means	 living	up	 to	 an	admirable	









































































their	pursuit	 of	verstehen.	Moreover,	 cultural	 criminology’s	 open	 interdisciplinary	 approach	 to	doing	
research	does	not	preclude	 the	possibility	of	engaging	with	narrative	 to	understand	deviance.	Yet,	at	















Drawing	 on	Michael’s	 fieldwork	 on	 the	 narratively	 laden	 subculture	 of	 prepping,	 we	 illustrate	 how	
attention	 to	narrative	 supports,	 and	may	 even	 be	 key	 to	 reaching,	 this	 appreciation	 of	 deviance.	We	
suggest	several	‘moves’	for	working	with	narrative	in	ethnographic	fieldwork	with	deviant	subcultures.	
Firstly,	 being	 cognisant	 of	 the	 narratives	 told	 about	 our	 research	 subjects	 is	 important	 for	
ethnographic	entrée.	Whilst	stigma	is	often	a	barrier,	researchers	can	productively	position	themselves	
as	being	open	to	 listening	 to,	 and	valuing,	 respondents’	 counter	narratives.	 Secondly,	 appreciation	of	








it	 is	 present	 in	 ‘the	 moment’,	 and	 needs	 to	 be	 considered	 in	 a	 rounded	 appreciation	 of	 deviance’s	
immediate	reality.	
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